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Introduction
The global financial crisis has led to increased international attention on corporate tax planning and avoidance from leaders of the G-20 countries through to tax agencies, academics and campaigners for social justice (Global Forum, 2009; Owens, 2009; Sikka and Willmott, 2010) . This current focus on tax avoidance and the use of sophisticated planning techniques, often involving offshore financial centres, reinforces a 'traditional' view on the adversarial nature of tax systems where the primary concern of policymakers is the threat to public revenue.
Counter to the social justice literature, recent work in tax administration however has focused on the importance of trust and integrity in tax systems (Braithwaite 2003; Kirchler et al. 2008) . In short, this approach argues that a co-operative approach may result in improved tax compliance. Many tax agencies throughout the world now refer to taxpayers as 'customers' and provide 'services' with the objective of enabling their customers to meet various compliance obligations.
Prior research has been conducted on tax avoidance schemes and policing methods (e.g. Freedman et al. 2009; Oats and Salter, 2008 ) and whether such schemes are legally and/or morally acceptable, but only recently has research emerged dealing with the relationships between the actors in the complex corporate tax environment. Exemplars include research on large corporates' relationships with tax agencies such as HM Revenue & Customs (HMRC) in the UK and the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) in the US (Oats and Tuck, 2008; Mulligan, 2008; Mulligan and Oats, 2009; Toumi, 2008; Tuck 2007 ).
This extant literature while noting the tensions between the co-operative and adversarial approaches has not examined an important pre-cursor. Indeed, earlier interpretive studies have described modes of organising knowledge within professional accounting firms (Empson, 2001; Morris and Empson, 1998) , contextualizing knowledge (Lowe, 2004) or called for more research on accounting firms (Cooper and Robson, 2006; Gibbins and Jamal, 1993) . Scholars and policy-makers must therefore be cognisant that before avoidance, legitimate tax planning or even mere 'passive' compliance can take place; companies must effectively develop and manage tax knowledge. Accordingly, sharing, creating, and applying tax knowledge is a topic worthy of study as part of the process of better understanding the contextual environment within which accounting firms operate. It is also likely to be key to corporate taxpayers not running foul of revenue agencies and to be able to implement competent tax planning and compliance. It is in the wider interests of society that unnecessary disputes founded on incomplete understandings of the application of the tax rules be avoided as much as possible. It is also in the interests of wider society for tax agencies to discharge their tax administration duties as effectively as possible, not only in terms of monetary cost, but also in terms of the intangible benefits flowing from the smooth running of the tax system. It might thus, be expected ex ante, that effective tax knowledge exchange and co-operation could lead to benefits to tax administration in general.
While knowledge management is multidisciplinary and has established a relatively strong position in disciplines such as economics, management, organisation studies etc., in tax accounting research there is a dearth of published work. The primary contribution of this paper is to fill this gap and explore how developments in tax legislation are captured by companies and incorporated into their tax knowledge. The institutions that play a crucial role in the implementation of tax knowledge are HMRC, accounting firms and corporate taxpayers. While tensions obviously exist, these organisations are not necessarily competitive towards each other. Instead, they have a mutual dependency in enabling the successful implementation of new legislation, and are considered to be willing to share knowledge for this purpose. The tax knowledge market described in this paper can be distinguished from the general management consultancy knowledge market, as described by Morris and Empson (1998) , as there is a compulsory aspect for corporate tax knowledge buyer participation with significant penalties for error i.e. there is no choice about whether to be a taxpayer! This paper makes an academic contribution by exploring tax related processes of knowledge sharing between organisations and the implementation and utilisation of knowledge within each of these organisations. Relevant themes that are addressed are the way these organisations share and incorporate tax knowledge, and under which conditions they do so. Thus the paper extends prior discussions of tax knowledge in more specific settings that, hitherto, is often restricted to one player in the market (Bonner et al. 1992; Oats and Tuck, 2006; . The special setting of tax expertise within accounting firms has also arguably been overlooked in the literature dealing with professional firms (Empson, 2001) , and so the paper also contributes to scholarly work in that area. The paper is structured as follows. In the next section, we describe the broad relations between HMRC, accounting firms and corporate taxpayers in the context of knowledge markets and review processes of knowledge sharing, followed by a discussion of potential barriers to and facilitators of such processes. Sections three and four respectively outline our method and discussion of our empirical results. Finally, we offer some concluding remarks.
Knowledge and Corporate Tax

Knowledge Markets and Taxation
In practice, the context of corporate taxation is complex, technical and involves social-legal relationships between many stakeholders (McBarnet, 2003; Mulligan, 2008; Oats and Tuck, 2008) . Although there is a critical literature on knowledge in accounting firms generally (e.g. Empson, 2001; Lowe, 2004; Morris and Empson, 1998) , prior work on tax knowledge, however, has largely derived from behavioural psychology and involved experimental settings exploring individual tax professionals' judgements and decisions e.g. search processes (Cloyd, 1997; Cloyd and Spilker, 1999; Gibbins and Jamal, 1993) . This now extensive empirical literature (Roberts and Ashton, 2003) attempts to explain individual causal effects, but fails to address aggregate tax system-wide knowledge flows and effects.
In this paper, we place the relationship between the three parties involved in communicating, implementing, and utilising changes in tax legislation -HMRC, accounting firms, and corporate taxpayers -in a simple knowledge management context. Davenport and Prusak (2000, p. 27) suggest that knowledge is an economic asset and in the transaction of this asset, several players are active. These players are described as knowledge buyers, sellers, and brokers, although "an individual can perform all three roles in a single day and sometimes plays more than one role simultaneously". Knowledge buyers actively seek knowledge. People who share knowledge with others, in return for (financial) compensation, are defined as knowledge sellers. Finally, knowledge brokers are people who connect buyers and sellers. All three types of players aim to benefit from exchanging knowledge. Possible motivations for sharing knowledge are reciprocity, reputation, and altruism. Davenport and Prusak (2000) define knowledge markets on an organisational level and market players on an individual level. However, we believe that knowledge markets may also operate on an interorganisational level, with organisational instead of individual players. In this respect, the relationships between the three major parties in our study can be perceived as a knowledge market in tax legislation and can be visualised as in Figure 1 .
[Insert Figure 1 about here]
The knowledge market's core linkages and several external influences that impose additional contextual complexities are now outlined. (knowledge buyers) and HMRC (knowledge seller), a role that can also be described as 'gate keeping' or 'boundary spanning' (Choo, 1998; OECD, 2008) .
Corporate taxpayers may decide to hire the expertise of accounting firms as external advisors when they find that they do not possess sufficient knowledge about HMRC's legislation. The two may be seen as co-producers of knowledge (Sturdy et al. 2009 ) as tax planning, for example, depends on both a detailed knowledge of tax law and the context in which the law is to be applied (Morris and Empson, 1998) . This tax advisory role of accounting firms is of course consistent with prior work on the mediating role of consultancy firms in sharing knowledge. Although empirical research on this topic is relatively scarce (Sturdy, 1997) , Hansen et al. (1999, p.106) suggest that "knowledge is the core asset of consultancies". Accounting firms offer their clients intangible assets in the form of knowledge or skills and as Fincham (2002, p. 80) notes "need to claim superior expertise to maintain their value and competitive position".
The tax knowledge market is however distinguishable from the general management knowledge market. Participation of knowledge buyers is compulsory with significant penalties for error. These are in addition to general, potential costs of error in terms of reduced profit, market value and reputation associated with consultancy in general. This compulsory nature increases the influence and power of the knowledge broker by reducing the timing option involved in the decision to acquire knowledge. This aspect, compulsion, can induce demand for insurance through the use of a knowledge broker, a service in addition to the value of tax knowledge. This insurance role is distinct from the characterisation of consultants as either innovators or legitimisers (Sturdy et al. 2009 ). Although we argue our setting is non-competitive, where internal advisers have the ability to refer, or at least influence the decision on referring work to outside advisers, this can counter Fincham's (2002) finding that external advisers are usually reluctant to interact with internal experts in their field. The specialist nature of tax knowledge gives the internal tax expert more power than general management experts. A further distinguishing feature can arise when a potential knowledge broker also acts as the knowledge buyers' independent financial auditor. By using the knowledge broker the corporate tax payer may hope to reduce the probability of the auditor subsequently objecting to the proposed financial accounting treatment of a particular tax transaction in which the knowledge broker has been involved (Maydew and Shackelford, 2007) . 
Knowledge Sharing
The functioning of the UK tax system relies heavily on effective knowledge sharing.
Processes of inter-organisational knowledge sharing are unmistakeably connected to intraorganisational processes of knowledge sharing. As Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995, p. 72 ) state "organizational knowledge creation is a spiral process, starting at the individual level and moving up through expanding communities of interaction, that crosses sectional, departmental, divisional, and organizational boundaries". These authors refer to knowledge creation instead of knowledge sharing because knowledge cannot be objectively shared.
Exchanging knowledge implies that people both contribute and collect (e.g., Grant, 1996; Van der Rijt, 2007) . Contributing parties try to convey their personal knowledge to others.
However, for receivers this knowledge is just impersonal material that needs to be interpreted before it acquires meaning. The knowledge that results from this interpretation process has unique personal features, and is therefore never completely identical to the knowledge of the contributing party (e.g., Conner and Prahalad, 1996) . In other words, knowledge is initially created through interpersonal interaction and processes of personal interpretation.
However, knowledge may also develop on other levels than the individual level, for example when it is shared in a group. Likewise, knowledge can be shared within and between organisational and inter-organisational levels. On each of these levels, processes of interpretation take place. This entails an extra challenge for knowledge brokers, such as the 4 A counter argument can be made that corporate taxpayers may avoid using such a broker in order to reduce the auditor's awareness of a particular tax transaction. In the subsequent empirical analysis neither potential influence was identified by interviewees as a consideration in their decisions within the tax knowledge market.
accounting firms in our study, who need to "understand the coding schemes used on both sides of the perimeter, enabling them to recognize significant information on one side and disseminate it on the other side" (Choo, 1998, p. 145) .
In corporate taxation, the knowledge that is shared on the inter-organisational level might be expected to have a relatively explicit nature which Morris and Empson (1998) refer to as 'codified knowledge'. However, the interpretation and application of knowledge to different situations is likely to dilute this explicit nature. Thus, the intra-organisational processes in which new tax legislation is interpreted and incorporated by organisations are expected to be less straightforward and are likely to add certain tacitness to the knowledge. 
Barriers and Facilitators
In prior work that focused on the changing role of accountants and their expertise in the Large Business Service of HMRC, Oats and Tuck (2008, p. 40) utilise the concept of communities of practice to explore changing relationships. They note that this concept stems from learning theory where actual learning takes place within a particular social context.
They find that the recruitment of accountants by HMRC resulted in improved knowledge of accounting standards and practices within the organisation as a whole, but that barriers exist to sharing knowledge between the accounting experts as well as between accounting and tax experts, such as physical isolation and the lack of appropriate technological support. Our research can be distinguished from Oats and Tuck (2008) whose primary focus was on individuals within one unit of HMRC. This study is broader, with a focus on general, though not necessarily formal, knowledge management systems spanning U.K. corporate taxation.
In the knowledge management literature, many factors have been identified that either positively or negatively influence processes of knowledge sharing in and between organisations. From a functionalist perspective, Riege (2005) identifies potential barriers that negatively influence processes of knowledge sharing. These include individual barriers such as lack of time, lack of trust, and demographic differences. Second, he mentions a range of potential organisational barriers, e.g. lack of leadership, an unsupportive culture, and internal competition. Finally, he identifies potential technology barriers, including a lack of technological support and insufficient technological training. In order to understand and potentially improve processes of tax knowledge sharing, it is important to know the barriers to and facilitators of such processes. In their large accounting firm case study, Morris and Empson (1998) describe an internal tax 'think tank' of six of the most technically skilled and creative tax partners which, together with another core database, was used to convey high prestige on selected partners and overcome the barrier of reluctance by professionals to share knowledge (due to the competition for internal promotion).
Aside from the two cases in Morris and Empson (1998) , Vera-Muñoz et al. (2006) examine knowledge sharing in audit firms. They suggest information technology systems can facilitate such processes, given that employees are able to work with the available systems.
Further, they point out personal interactions within audit teams as facilitators and barriers.
Factors that play a role in this respect are organisational culture, procedural justice (fairness of decision processes) and trust, role conflict and role ambiguity, supervision and feedback, and a match between organisational culture and individual characteristics. Finally, they focus on the role of intrinsic and extrinsic reward systems in enhancing knowledge sharing.
Research Aims
Because of the differing objectives between tax agencies and corporate taxpayers (e.g.
the desired levels of tax) and current tensions between service and enforcement, together with the mediating role of accounting firms, this study aims to provide exploratory evidence on the functioning of the knowledge market in corporate taxation. Based on prior literature, we seek to identify barriers and facilitators and to examine both inter-and intra-organisational processes of knowledge sharing about new tax legislation.
Method
As this is an exploratory study that is part of a wider project funded by the ACCA, we used a qualitative research method with 19 in-depth interviews conducted with employees from HMRC, accounting firms, and corporate taxpayers throughout the UK. These interviews were designed to yield an initial orientation on processes of knowledge sharing about tax legislation. While interviews provide data that may not be generalised to a wider population, they can raise issues that can be investigated in more depth through a subsequent case or survey method (Horton et al. 2007 ).
Of the 19 interviews undertaken, three were conducted with HMRC employees -one was involved with "general guidance", two were involved in providing guidance on a specific corporate tax area. We used the "Top 50 accountancy firms", published by Accountancy Age, to select four firms (and seven interviewees) for participation in the study. These included three interviewees from the "big four", two with mid-tier firms. In addition we obtained access to a single office partnership and a sole proprietor. Of the seven interviewees, two worked in the area of "formal" knowledge management systems while the remaining five were involved with practical aspects of corporate tax. All interviewees held senior positions within their respective firms.
To obtain a reasonable coverage of likely issues faced by corporate taxpayers, we identified several key factors and screening requirements prior to selection for interview.
Factors that were used in selecting potential firms to interview were the degree of regulation, the degree of capital intensity, increases in R&D expenditure 5 , making a tax loss, firm size, foreign presence, and partnership status. Also, in securing a minimum level of regulatory responsibility, firms were required to be quoted. Firms were identified in the following industries: manufacturing; wholesale, retail, trade; transport and communication;
government; and electricity, gas, water. Datastream and FAME databases were used to select organisations for participation in the project by reference to the characteristics identified above. The organisations were contacted by telephone and email. Ultimately, nine organisations in several industries agreed to participate. The interviewees in these organisations were all employed at senior levels in the field of taxation and/or knowledge management. Of the 19 interviews, eleven interviews were conducted face-to-face, and eight interviews were conducted by telephone. 6 Most face-to-face interviews were conducted by two interviewers, the telephone interviews by one interviewer.
Three different interview guides were designed for conducting the interviews: one for HMRC, one for the accounting firms, and one for the corporate taxpayers. They covered similar questions but were modified to suit the precise interviewee (the interview guide for accounting firms is reproduced in the Appendix). An interview guide is different from an 5 We used R&D as a selection filter due to the new (at the time) R&D tax credit that required knowledge (scientific) from disciplines other than tax accounting, involved a relief by way of tax credit, rather than charge on profit, and because it was new legislation that was designed to incentivise a certain behaviour (i.e. increase R&D expenditure). 6 The telephone interviews were because of travel and time constraints. However, the same interview guides were used as for the face to face interviews.
interview questionnaire in the sense that there is no strict order in the questions that are asked by the interviewers (Horton et al. 2007 Subsequently, the transcripts were coded and analysed using NVivo software (AndersonGough, 2007).
Results and Discussion
The purpose of this paper is to empirically investigate the knowledge sharing relationships in the corporate tax knowledge market (schematically shown in Figure 1 ). In addition, we wish to link our empirical findings into current literature on tax administration as well as the changing corporate tax environment. We first discuss the knowledge flows between HMRC and the corporate taxpayer (Section 4.1), followed by our findings with respect to accounting firms (Section 4.2). We then outline our findings on intra-organisational processes of tax knowledge sharing (Section 4.3).
Prior to outlining our results, we acknowledge the existence of international differences arising from national context and culture that impact on firms' strategic management as well as different regulatory styles (Sakurai, 2002) . In the tax context of transfer pricing, Sakurai (2002) has documented the existence of such differences, but also notes they are becoming less marked, due to a harmonization of management styles.
Knowledge Flows: HMRC Corporate Taxpayers
When focusing on the inter-organisational knowledge flows between HMRC and corporate taxpayers in the tax legislation knowledge market, the HMRC interviewees indicated that HMRC actively contacts and advises both experienced and inexperienced corporate taxpayers. They provide written information to corporate taxpayers (e.g., notes, guidance, articles, publications, internet) that in some cases is customised to the tax expertise of the corporate taxpayer, such as manuals for people with a high tax expertise, tax bulletins for people with a moderate tax expertise, and press releases for people with little tax expertise. The corporate taxpayer interviewees mentioned that they particularly use the HMRC manuals and website because these accurately reflect HMRC's argumentation and interpretation. HMRC also provides information through seminars, training events, assessments, and visits on demand. Moreover, HMRC and corporate taxpayers co-operate, for instance in the development of guidance and schemes. This ensures HMRC that the (impact of) their tax guidance is clear and understood. HMRC is also motivated to share knowledge with corporate taxpayers because they believe that this will improve the standard of compliance consistency, and certainty, and will ultimately encourage innovation and competition in the marketplace.
Corporate taxpayer interviewees described HMRC as understanding, flexible, and pragmatic. They lobby by participating in representative bodies, membership of consultation bodies, business forums, accounting firms, and also directly contact HMRC for discussion and the exchange of ideas. The interviewees believe that HMRC values their feedback. In addition, some of the interviewees mentioned that there is a fair exchange of knowledge between their organisation and HMRC. In other words, they feel they contribute as much knowledge as they receive or collect. These factors may encourage them to share knowledge with HMRC and support the two-way flows depicted in Figure 1 .
Thus on the one hand, there is evidence of a co-operative arrangement where clearly the enabling work of HMRC over the last few years has improved corporate perceptions about HMRC and its customer service (Braithwaite, 2007) . These initiatives followed a 2001
Review of Links with Business, and now there are several HMRC fora (e.g. Business Tax
Forum, Large Business Forum etc.) that facilitate direct knowledge sharing.
Besides these motives to share knowledge, both the HMRC and corporate taxpayer interviewees identified several similar barriers to knowledge flows. The success of a corporate taxpayer's claim or specific position can be dependent on non-tax professionals in the corporate taxpayer's organisation. For example, in examining a corporate taxpayer's R&D tax credit claim, HMRC needs information from researchers in the organisation. They should be able to convince HMRC of the relevance of such a claim for the organisation.
However, HMRC sometimes experienced difficulty in identifying non-tax professionals in organisations. And those that were identified often did not prioritise working on a claim.
Another barrier that HMRC perceived is anxiety on the corporate taxpayer's side. The interviewees indicated that corporate taxpayers are hesitant to stand out and express opinions because they fear that this will invite an enquiry or tax bill. This barrier was also recognised by corporate taxpayers. Corporate taxpayers may take into account legal considerations, (i.e.
whether the opinion is covered by legal professional privilege 7 ), that influence the form in which knowledge is retained and even influence whether it is created in the first instance.
Companies may keep such knowledge "close to their chest", and legal professional privilege may influence the decision on whether to hire a specialist law firm as an adviser or an accounting firm.
"Most companies have no problem at all in making factual information available to revenue authorities. I think where companies start to have a problem is on expressions of opinion, either internally or prepared by advisors. … if we go out for advice, much of that expression of opinion is not privileged unless it's within very confined sort of parameters involving lawyers. And therefore there's a lot of concern about whether we even inadvertently will find ourselves in a position of having to provide expressions of opinion to revenue authorities when it's not really appropriate" (corporate taxpayer interviewee 1).
A further important barrier in sharing knowledge recognised by corporate taxpayer employees was a limited ability to share knowledge due to several reasons, such as a lack of knowledge management skills, a shortage of time to share knowledge, and information overload.
In addition, the tax landscape has changed in the last several years (Hasseldine, 2008) .
Structural changes in HMRC since its formation in 2005 have involved a significant decline in staff numbers and the closure of local offices leading to less local knowledge and contacts on both sides and more formal relationships.
The Role of Accounting Firms
Our interviews indicate that the intermediary role of accounting firms is acknowledged by all players on the knowledge market. Both HMRC as knowledge seller and corporate taxpayers as knowledge buyers perceive accounting firms as knowledge brokers.
Accounting firms, unsurprisingly, vigorously defend this role.
"HMRC are trying to be very close to the taxpayer and almost be seen as business advisors and we clearly want to stand in the middle of that. So we don't necessarily want HMRC to be going straight to corporates because we believe our role is to facilitate that. … we have a lot more experience actually as to how we can make that work effectively. Whereas sometimes the corporates can be quite naïve and see HMRC as their friend, where actually they're never going to be that. And they can't be because they're a Governmental institution and actually they've got their rules to abide by" (accounting firm interviewee 1). "If we're doing an enquiry and we find the agent's got the wrong end of the stick, if you can educate the agent and get them to do things right in the future, that has a huge effect compared with just educating one company" (HMRC interviewee 2).
HMRC interviewees demonstrated a relatively
Knowledge flows between HMRC and accounting firms can be perceived as an interactive communication process. According to the interviewees, HMRC invites accounting firms to provide feedback and participate in consultative committees. 9 The interviews that were conducted with employees from accounting firms indicate that they do provide information to HMRC, for example when they perceive a major impact of legislation on clients or on the economy in general. They also regularly enquire about HMRC's views on tax issues. The interviews show that accounting firms generally have a positive opinion about HMRC due to their high quality manuals, their pro-activity (in making visits, sending mails, and publishing), and their flexibility and helpfulness.
Not only HMRC, but corporate taxpayer interviewees mentioned benefits from having accounting firms as intermediaries in knowledge flows from and to HMRC also, as demonstrated by the following quotes:
"HMRC tell it as it is, the accounting firms analyse it and explain the implications for you, which is quite helpful" (corporate taxpayer interviewee 3).
"Another way we might feed things back is via the accounting firms, so they might write to us and say 'Do you have any views that you'd like us to put in our representations?' And we find that quite a convenient way to do things" (corporate taxpayer interviewee 3).
The corporate taxpayer interviewees said that they do regularly rely on accounting firms, not only for communicating with HMRC but also to assure they have a correct interpretation of tax legislation (so for risk minimisation checks), to acquire alternative interpretations and views, for brainstorming, to get second opinions, to check for new knowledge on tax legislation, and when they possess insufficient tax skills, tax knowledge, and tax resources. In addition, the interviewees mentioned that they regularly receive free emails with tax headlines from accounting firms. According to one of the accounting firm interviewees, accounting firms share such (free) knowledge to raise the corporate taxpayers' interest, while at the same time making sure not to give away trade secrets (e.g. Morris and Empson, 1998, p.615) . The interviews indicate that most corporate taxpayers hire accounting firms for specific, complex tasks. They believe that in those situations, the advantages of hiring accounting firms outweigh the (potential) disadvantages. In this respect, strong relationships are considered to be very important.
"If we feel we can't rely solely on our own efforts, then we'll go to a professional firm. Which for most issues, probably will be a big four accounting firm and ask for their formal advice. If it's a very specific legal issue, we might go to a law firm" (corporate taxpayer interviewee 1).
Accounting firms are also hired from a corporate (or personal) risk management point of view, as documented by Mulligan and Oats (2009) and explained by this interviewee:
"You want some external assurance that the decision you've come to is the right one. … in the sense that you want someone else to have come to the same conclusion as you, so that you don't get sacked for it later" (corporate taxpayer interviewee 3).
Interviews with accounting firms confirmed that they consider strong relationships with corporate taxpayers essential too. The interviewees expressed their awareness of the need to offer corporate taxpayers added value, since tax information is publicly available.
"We use them but we're not fully reliant on them. We listen to them, take their advice and then implement it. We don't say to tax advisors, 'come in and do the whole lot'. But we just listen to what they've got to say but a lot of the stuff we do ourselves" (corporate taxpayer interviewee 7).
This added value, the interviewees indicated, exists in their ability to demonstrate expertise and experience; to provide advice, process knowledge, and interpretation; to be pro-active and innovative; to develop and apply intellectual property; to focus on the specific context of the corporate taxpayer, and to create strong relationships. Accordingly, accounting firms can be seen to provide an important "enforcer" role themselves -in the dissemination of knowledge to taxpayers and enforcement of compliance with unambiguous legislation .
Corporate taxpayers also appeared to experience doubts about the reliability of accounting firms, especially with respect to the way accounting firms create knowledge.
"They come and review our files, have a chat to see what we are doing. … often I say to myself, they probably learn more from us than we learn from them when they come to our organisation, sit down and discuss and see what we do. And I'm sure there are things which they can then go and sell to other companies. I'm sure it happens. … yes, I think the professional folks do come in and see how we are doing things and I'm sure they take that away and see that as an opportunity to go in other firms and do a similar exercise" (corporate taxpayer interviewee 8).
"The accounting firms and law firms are extremely sensitive to the commercial value of knowledge and information. To put it very cynically, they need to appear to be the fountain of all knowledge and wisdom, while actually imparting as little as possible, so they preserve it for selling to you on a future occasion" (corporate taxpayer interviewee 1).
Corporate taxpayers thus fear an inequality in the amount of knowledge that accounting firms acquire from and contribute to their organisations. The reliability of accounting firms is further questioned, though as accounting firms have the tendency to emphasise risks, which obligates corporate taxpayers to invest in minimising these risks.
"We had one of the big five in to do us [an employment-related tax compliance] review, just to make sure everything was working alright. And the next you know you get a 20-page report, a sort of scathing report saying 'this is potentially wrong, this is potentially wrong, this could be troublesome, this could cost us a lot of money'. And once such a report is written, the hands of the management are tied, they have then got to act on it" (corporate taxpayer interviewee 8).
Although the evidence suggests the market is generally cooperative this may be a specific area where the characteristic is at its weakest. When external advisers are employed on an ad hoc basis or an additional assignment is being considered, existing internal advisers through their specialist tax knowledge have the power to influence the basis on which external advisers are consulted. In effect, external advisers have to be credible in the eyes of internal tax specialists and non-tax specialists. This may counter the general tendency of external advisers to shun dealings with internal parties (Fincham, 2002) .
Aside from quality and reliance issues, the choice of supplier can be influenced by the ability to retain or capture the knowledge created. There are potential limitations to the retention of both internally and externally generated knowledge.
"… people sometimes say there's a benefit in undertaking research in-house because you retain the knowledge but I question that ….given realistic turnover and movement of people within a tax department, you probably don't really preserve it in perpetuity anyway" (corporate taxpayer interviewee 1).
"I think the client is always wondering whether they've actually captured the knowledge, which has been so expensively purchased. … we still feel compelled to go out and take expert advice … even if we think we understand the issues, we still have to do that to confirm that we've not forgotten anything that's happened in the law in the meantime" (corporate taxpayer interviewee 1).
The interviews that were conducted with employees from accounting firms indicate that accounting firms are aware of (the view of the other players in the knowledge market on) their precarious role as knowledge broker. The interviewees of accounting firms did not express any significant barriers to knowledge flows with HMRC. The barriers that they pointed out with respect to sharing knowledge with corporate taxpayers, however, showed similarities to those mentioned by HMRC.
A barrier that was recognised by interviewees of accounting firms, and HMRC as discussed previously, is anxiety experienced by the corporate taxpayer. This anxiety consists of concerns that activities of accounting firms will attract HMRC for investigations, and sensitivity about confidentiality issues (such as sensitive information that the corporate taxpayer does not want to be shared). Consequently, accounting firms are eager to enhance perceived reliability among and maintain strong relationships with HMRC and corporate taxpayers.
"We really don't use information from one client with another, it's too risky. And you know, we'd need permission and on the whole, we don't want to go to clients and ask their permission for that sort of thing, so we just don't do it. We change teams, so that we don't have people working on competitor [R&D] claims either. So it's not that you might have one person with that knowledge going from one claim to the next, we tend to split our teams in such a way that within a sector, we don't have people working on direct competitor's claims" (accounting firm interviewee 3).
"The firm as a whole is very, very clear on its terms of disclosure and filing positions and you know, … not only do we wish to be whiter than white, we wish to be seen to be whiter than white" (accounting firm interviewee 1).
Intra-organisational Knowledge Flows
This section considers barriers and facilitators of intra-organisational knowledge sharing and our findings are summarised in Table 1 . HMRC attempts to give its inspectors insight in the issues and perspectives of corporate taxpayers, in order to understand their fears and concerns. Moreover, HMRC aims to establish consistency among its units through submissions in precedence files, meetings, and discussions. Further, processes of intraorganisational knowledge sharing take place by means of electronic discussion groups, email, intranet, telephone, and technical manuals. Some of the barriers to intra-organisational knowledge sharing that interviewees identified are information overload and inadequate IT systems (NAO, 2007; Cabinet Office, 2007) .
The findings show that most corporate taxpayers try to handle the majority of tax issues internally. They share tax knowledge personally and electronically, for instance via meetings, conference calls, emails, intranet, and databases. Some examples of facilitators of intra-organisational knowledge flows that were mentioned by interviewees are good communication skills, training, holding onto staff, investing in IT systems to facilitate knowledge sharing, arranging formal appointments, and management support. Corporate taxpayer interviewees also indicated using external sources for acquiring and developing internal tax knowledge.
The successful transfer of knowledge can be improved by the appropriate motivation and use of subject experts, both internally and externally. For instance, as Mulligan and Oats (2009) also document, an external knowledge seller such as HMRC can be utilised to demonstrate the significance and benefits of tax work, and add credibility to a particular transfer.
"One thing we do and we've always been very keen to do is use visits from HMRC to come in and actually take them out to departments to make departments realise that it is a real issue. And it puts the departments on edge, which probably isn't a good thing but it makes them realise that tax is serious. … we are quite keen to make sure that HMRC are visible on visits that we take them round" (corporate taxpayer interviewee 7).
Reducing barriers is considered to be important, since the interviews indicate that intra-organisational knowledge flows are essential for successful inter-organisational flows of knowledge and vice versa. Only with the appropriate knowledge, companies are able to utilise this knowledge to their benefit. In this respect, several interviewees mentioned that their company is often reliant on non-tax professionals such as business accountants and HR experts in making successful tax claims. Consequently, internal knowledge buyers and sellers can be identified (Oats and Tuck, 2008) .
"Sharing with[in] the businesses is obviously one of the tricky things that I have to deal with because … I am actually reliant on accountants of the businesses who aren't actually tax people, to do a lot of the basic tax work. … it is helpful if they have some tax knowledge. But on the other hand, you don't want to so overburden them with tax knowledge that either they can't cope or frankly it's something that they only do once a year and … you can't expect them to sort of give their all to it if they're not going to use it again for a year" (corporate taxpayer interviewee 2).
The dynamic relationship and interdependence between inter-and intra-organisational knowledge flows can also be found in the interviews that were conducted with employees of accounting firms. An important issue mentioned here focuses on detail and concerns over information overload.
"The chances are that clients have seen whatever it is we've seen and we need to be able to have a conversation with the clients about the implication. And there are varying degrees, in terms of being able to get knowledge out to our people, so they should always be aware of what's out in the public domain ... They need to know enough to then have a sensible conversation. They might not need to know the detail or the answers, they just need to be aware of maybe some of the implications. And then within a very short space of time, we actually need to have taken it to the next stage and actually be looking at the interpretation and the full implications, what some of the solutions and answers might be to that. And it's trying to get different levels of knowledge out at the right time. And as a technical group, we've got some of the best technical brains sat within the group and we can be very, very detailed. So one of our challenges frequently, is almost like 'do they really need the Rolls Royce or would the pushbike do at the moment?'" (accounting firm interviewee 1).
In other words, accounting firms should be able to respond to external developments quickly in order to correctly advise their clients and maintain credibility. Accounting firms are inherently focused on acquiring and maintaining knowledge and the interviewees mentioned that they experience a lot of freedom for creativity, innovativeness, and exploring ideas. Knowledge within accounting firms is shared and created through the intranet, email, newsflashes, networks and communities, training, and self-learning. Further, the interviewees indicated that a common method of acquiring and using knowledge is the precedence based system which typically relies on voluntary submissions. These submissions are filtered from client information before being shared internally.
"Very typically for our tax users, it's precedent based information; what have we done, what advice has been given to other clients, that kind of stuff. Our tax practice relies heavily on end user submissions. So people in the tax practice submit content they've generated through the course of their work. That content is then processed and it's filtered, it's sanitised, by which we mean client names are stripped out.….
[O]ur tax practitioners can go and search over all of the internal [practice name] generated content. But if for example, they want to access legislation at the moment, they need to … go and access for example, the LexisNexis Butterworths site over the [practice name] firewall. So effectively, if you're looking for [practice name] precedence, and legislation, you've got to … run two searches" (accounting firm interviewee 2).
In the above setting the accounting firm is acting in all three capacities, as (internal) knowledge buyer, seller and broker. The effectiveness of a precedent system is dependent on the volume and quality of the submissions, the generation of which can conflict with more immediate demands.
"…. people are all being measured nowadays in this environment, they're all being measured on utilisation, charge-out rates and that kind of stuff. … creating knowledge submissions; they can't charge that to anything, so it really has to be done … almost out of the goodness of their hearts." (accounting firm interviewee 2).
As previously discussed Morris and Empson (1998) observe that staff may be reluctant to share knowledge internally with colleagues who may be considered as competitors in the internal market for promotion. Conversely, the same influence could encourage sharing as a way of demonstrating prowess in tax and lead to informal "upward hierarchical" sharing to supplement the more anonymous, or less visible, formal sharing systems. The efficacy of accounting firms' attempts to capture knowledge could therefore be dependent on individuals' motivation as well as their capacity to contribute.
Concluding remarks
This study extends prior critical accounting research (Cooper and Robson, 2006; Empson, 2001; Gibbins and Jamal, 1993; Morris and Empson, 1998; Sikka, 2008) by establishing a baseline of findings in respect of the management of tax knowledge within and between accounting firms, companies and tax agencies. Understanding the facilitators and barriers to tax knowledge creation and sharing offers a new contextual perspective over and above a more generic discussion of the commercialization, professionalization and regulation of accounting. Our concluding remarks outline our direct knowledge market findings while interspersing implications for the changing institution of taxation and implications for future critical literature in this area.
Accounting firms experience considerable challenges in the knowledge market. As distinct from general management consultants they possess what can be termed 'strong knowledge', i.e. knowledge associated with codified or theoretical forms (Morris and Empson, 1998) . However, like general consultants, they also possess sector context knowledge which falls between the extremes of 'strong' and 'weak' knowledge (Fincham et al. 2008) . Accounting firms try to establish and sustain a strong intermediary position between HMRC and corporate taxpayers. Accordingly, HMRC regards accounting firms as an important link in the chain of sharing knowledge about tax legislation with corporate taxpayers. They value having a good relationship and are willing to share knowledge with each other. However it is clear that accounting firms play conflicting enforcer and exploiter roles. From an HMRC perspective, tax accountants are analogous to a bee; they provide a useful knowledge transfer function (pollination) but simultaneously facilitate higher levels of tax planning (the sting!).
Exactly how tax agencies and policy-makers should respond to this "double-edged sword" is unclear. We believe there is a tension between the positive 'enforcing' role played by accounting firms which might be regarded as the "oil in the tax system engine" and which may imply friendly customer service for agents and less regulation of accountants. In contrast, there is concern over the 'exploiter' role played by accounting firms (e.g. Sikka, 2008; where they facilitate the reduction of corporate tax bills through the use of sophisticated planning and avoidance techniques. Our results show that HMRC are aware of the simultaneous benefits and disadvantages they accrue from working with agents. More recently, HMRC has stated that, although it is not calling for compulsory registration of tax advisers/agents, proposals contained in "Working with tax agents" (2009) would give it greater powers in controlling agents.
Similarly our results suggest that corporate taxpayers themselves clearly perceive this dual role played by accounting firms. They acknowledge and accept the role of accounting firms as knowledge brokers, but meanwhile they are highly aware of potential risks involved.
There are two important barriers to sharing knowledge with accounting firms. First, on reliability issues, corporate taxpayers sometimes experience an inequality in the knowledge flows from and to accounting firms. They have the feeling that they benefit less from their relationship with accounting firms than accounting firms do (e.g., Fincham, 2002; Sarvary, 1999) . Second, in terms of scaremongering, corporate taxpayers feel that accounting firms have the tendency to exaggerate risks in order to validate and secure future assignments.
Future research might examine the balance between the commercial orientation of accounting firms and healthy professional scepticism over the tax enforcement risks faced by their clients.
Intra-organisational processes of knowledge sharing and creating in accounting firms are largely dependent on the knowledge that is acquired externally (from HMRC and corporate taxpayers). Subsequently, accounting firms share the knowledge that is created internally with HMRC and corporate taxpayers. Corporate taxpayers use external sources such as HMRC to add credibility to taxation and stimulate intra-organisational processes of sharing tax knowledge. In sum, sharing knowledge between organisations contributes to the development of knowledge in organisations, and sharing knowledge in organisations has consequences for inter-organisational knowledge flows. Therefore it is important to reduce not only barriers to inter-organisational knowledge flows, but to intra-organisational knowledge flows as well. Corporate taxpayers realise that there is a risk to sharing knowledge with HMRC because they perceive it could lead to negative tax consequences. This in turn creates an intra organisational barrier within corporates as there is a fear that the revenue authority might see tax-sensitive documents which the corporate would rather they did not.
Hence, revenue authorities may respond with increased reporting requirements (e.g. the UK Disclosure of Tax Avoidance Schemes legislation). While such regimes may be useful for the revenue authority, they also impose additional complexity and compliance costs on corporate taxpayers and further consulting opportunities for accounting firms and, arguably, run counter to the spirit of trust and co-operation, espoused by Braithwaite (2003; and Kirchler et al. (2008) .
One of the barriers to intra-organisational knowledge flows, recognised by HMRC, accounting firms, and corporate taxpayers, is information overload. This might be expected in a globalised world of extremely complex tax systems. Of course, this is consistent with our enforcer/exploiter findings for accounting firms. Such high complexity levels create opportunities for knowledge brokers, and indeed the tax system wouldn't function without the services of accounting firms (HMRC, 2009 ).
In conclusion, this study contributes to prior critical accounting literature by exploring processes of knowledge sharing between a revenue authority, accounting firms, and corporate taxpayers, and the implementation and utilisation of tax knowledge within each of these organisations. Overall, our findings suggest that the extant features of the tax knowledge market revealed in this study do create an unavoidable tension between customer-friendly initiatives -based on the promotion of trust and co-operation in tax administration, and initiatives targeted at corporates by those who believe that corporate taxpayers are not paying sufficient taxation (for whatever reason) and must be encouraged, incentivised or enforced to pay more. Our prognosis is that this tension will continue to reinforce and maintain the complex nature of the market for corporate tax knowledge.
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